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Dedication

To those who are still learning to bend but are done with breaking.

To the stubborn ones, the ones who fight back, who fight loud.

To the ones who laugh.

 To the ones who make mistakes.
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A Few Things About This Book

This book is about a small-town independent pizza shop and the teens who run the place. They are going through a lot because teens go through a lot in their lives. Like pizza, this story can comfort and satisfy, but it’s also about a perfectionist with undiagnosed depression, a teen coping with trauma by laughing at everything, a teen living with the late effects of childhood cancer treatment in an abusive home, the fallout of a friendship breakup, and other intense true-to-life situations that teens face.

In this book, teens make mistakes and those mistakes hurt: specifically, there is an insidious anti-Blackness in Indigenous, POC, and otherly marginalized communities that exists, and one aspect of that is represented here.

As well, this book centers the traumas faced by Indigenous women, girls, and Two-Spirit people, and one narrative of the ongoing human rights crisis happening now in the colonial nations of Canada, the United States of America, and Mexico.

There is one animal death in these pages, but our characters help her pass well. The rest of the animals in this book are happy and healthy and thriving.

Take care of yourself while reading, first and foremost. If you’re not ready to read now, that’s okay because books are forever, and you matter more than books. This is truth, always, until time runs out and books are no more, so basically forever-ever. <3 Jen





Friday Afternoon

Calgary Herald headline: “Promising” Indigenous Teen Reported Missing First Week of School

BERLIN

No one had noticed her new cat-eye glasses, bright red, with very faux diamonds spread across the rise like perfectly positioned stars. Not a single person had said a thing. All morning long. And now the other members of the First Nations, Métis, and Inuit Student Association—the FNMISA for short—were too busy arguing about their upcoming fundraiser to notice that Berlin wasn’t fully present. She sat at a desk, her body oriented toward the circle, tracing a rough sketch of a pipe on the grimy surface with her finger.

“But should we really be calling them Indian tacos?” Darcie asked, then promptly took a bite of her bologna sandwich.

She was a year younger, Métis from Lac Ste. Anne, whereas Berlin’s family was from Treaty 1 and the Red River region. Berlin had recruited Darcie for the FNMISA. It was lunchtime. They were meeting in Mr. MacDonald’s classroom. They used to meet in the library, but nobody was allowed to eat in the library. When Mr. MacDonald’s offer of space came with a co-conspiratorial wink and a reminder that he didn’t enforce silly rules like no food in his space, the vote had been unanimous.

Across the circle of desks, SarahLynn exhaled loudly. The stage-worthy exclamation ruffled her bangs. “If you’re arguing for calling them Îyârhe Nakoda tacos, I’ll take it. For my people, for my Nation. But I don’t think you are. So what exactly are you arguing for? Navajo tacos? Or like Indigenous tacos? If you say FNMI tacos, I’m going to cry. Literally. And if I cry, I’m going to eff up my mascara, and if I eff up my mascara, I’m going to give up on life today. Do you want to shoulder that burden, Darce?”

A bit over-the-top but it fit. If Berlin could cry, she’d probably be crying too. Out of frustration. They had this discussion at least twice a semester. Once, she cared.

“Can we not?” Vincent wasn’t eating. An unopened can of Coke sat on the desk in front of him. “It’s way important to get this fundraiser going and not important to worry about the words.”

He wore his hair in braids and was the only guy in FNMISA. His family was from the Piikani Nation. He was also the only other member who had firsthand experience with missing and murdered women. He’d been part of the National Inquiry when he was a kid, telling stories about his mom. That is, he’d been the only other member with firsthand experience until five months ago, when Kiki disappeared. Seemingly without a trace. The first week of school she’d been alongside them in the library skipping out on lunch, working on drafting a non-cringe-inducing land acknowledgment for the AAA hockey home games, and the next she wasn’t.

They all missed Kiki.

No one glanced over to the faded National Poetry Month setup on the back wall. No one needed to reread Kiki’s winning poem from last year. It had been an elegy for the missing and murdered, for her mother, for all of them. Now it read like a foretelling.

Even though Berlin was unable to cry and beyond consumed with that famous pipe they’d talked about in French class last semester, she knew that this fundraiser mattered too much to be obsessing over words. The organization was local and Indigenous-owned, and they needed a boost if they were going to offer their self-defense program for youth again.

Darcie covered her mouth with a hand so she could keep talking and chewing. “But we didn’t come to consensus. Not last time. Or the one before that.”

This was where Berlin should weigh in.

Last year when they’d had this discussion, Kiki had been wearing her go-to neon pink legwarmers layered maximalist-style against big patterns. She’d said something sharp and funny, and in such a kind way that they’d moved on. She’d gotten them thinking beyond the words. But as much as Berlin tried, she couldn’t remember exactly how, and even if she could, Berlin couldn’t do it like Kiki.

The group fell silent. They ate, attempting not to make a mess. After all, they could lose this privilege. And skipping lunch weekly so they had time to meet around class schedules and after-school obligations was not fun.

Even if Berlin wasn’t hungry these days, she knew that.

SarahLynn’s older sister, Tashie, who exclusively wore the color black and was their unofficial leader, cleared her throat. “Vincent is right, yo. We’re sticking with Indian tacos. We have too much to get done to have this thing up and running before March break to get stuck all up in here.”

The school needed to assign a president, VP, and treasurer to every student group. And while FNMISA was a mouthful, it, too, was what the school insisted upon. To meet Canadian standards. They didn’t have an Inuk member yet, but Tashie was ever hopeful.

“Okay, so like ten bucks for a taco. And a toonie for pop,” SarahLynn suggested.

Vincent finally cracked open his Coke. “We should up it a bit.”

This was where having a treasurer would help. Someone to figure the monies. That had been Kiki’s role.

Even after the Royal Canadian Mounted Police had stopped looking, after the missing posters were torn down, the school hadn’t pressured them to fill the treasurer spot. Everything was on pause, as if waiting for Kiki Cheyanne Sound to show up and for life to start again around her. At school, it was obvious. Where she was missing. At community events too.

As VP, Berlin could do both jobs. At least the tracking-expenses part, she could do that.

Vincent continued, talking slow: “Say we add in dessert. Go full-on combo. If Berlin can get a donation of supplies, flour and sugar and shit, from Alpine Natural Foods & Chinese Grocery again, I’ll make butter tarts—with raisins. I say we aim to get everyone to spend fifteen.”

If . . .

It would be a challenge. Berlin nodded her consent anyhow. They needed her to do this, no matter how complicated it would be. She’d figure things, like she always did. If they wanted to ask the art club to design a poster, they needed to sort the details out fast. Mr. MacDonald’s countdown at the top corner of his dry-erase board made her anxious: 20 weeks left! Including March break! A weird sketch of a yellow-haired man with visible abdominals wore nothing but swim shorts and held a surfboard.

While the FNMISA assembled a detailed grocery list, Berlin continued half-heartedly tracing that famous pipe on her desk, as if by doing so, she’d understand it. Solve for x. Find the lost piece of the puzzle. Remember how to cry, or laugh, or even feel hunger.

Hours later, the heavy exit door by the gym clicked shut and Berlin’s glasses fogged up. She placed one mukluk on the iced sidewalk, refusing to glance backward. She’d never cut classes before.

Not once.

Not that escaping a few minutes early was technically cutting. And she only cared in a faint cerebral way that she was breaking the rules. A girl had to do what a girl had to do. More often than not. In this ever-spinning world.

It was something Quinta, her best friend since kindergarten, said all the time. Only, these days, she wasn’t saying it to Berlin.

Red mittens rubbed against the wool of her coat, cutting into the careful quiet. It wasn’t 100 percent silent. The silence was a metaphor. It was lush velvet, and the people, the birds, the predators, all that noise, they were beads stitched onto its surface.

Before the silence, there had been music. At least Berlin thought there had been something else.

It was hard to remember.

She sighed.

She hated sighing. It sounded too much like giving up.

Now, almost to the stoplight, she’d successfully avoided another awkward run-in at the lockers. School would be out soon. And like Berlin had done since the first day of winter break, when her very best friend had “asked for space,” she remembered every little thing about them, searching for the moment where she’d effed up enough to crush a lifelong friendship. Even before Quinta got her driver’s permit and the Jeep, it had been routine: they went everywhere together. Before winter break, they’d worked the same shifts at Pink Mountain Pizza too. Quinta was Bee’s ride. Literally and figuratively.

Now Berlin walked.

The release bell sounded with an off note, like someone in the office had yanked a power cord from the wall. It fit her mood. Her forever mood these days. She couldn’t look at health foods or Quinta’s sunny, painted beehive boxes or 4x4 Jeeps, purple or otherwise, the same way. Even geography was ruined. Maps of the world too. The whole alphabet. Because they weren’t Quinta and Bee any longer, brought together by their place names and united by what Berlin had thought were unbreakable bonds.

On the street, a vehicle slammed on its brakes, gliding over the thick white line. She peered up, eyes hard, both hoping and not hoping it was her best friend. After all, she now had to ask if Quinta’s parents would donate a bunch of baking essentials for the fundraiser. She really had to do it.

“Heeey, Berliner, want a lift? It’s cold, woman. You’re gonna freeze your tits off.”

She and Jones weren’t friends. They’d been in the same homeroom class since forever, and these days, he only half-heartedly teased her over her weird name. This from someone named John Jack Jones III.

She distanced herself from the truck, its rank weed and greasy-boy smells, and pointed toward Ninth Street. “Work tonight.”

“Oh shit, wish I could.” Jones leaned toward her conspiratorially, sliding on the bench. He wasn’t wearing a seat belt. “I’m in deep trouble with the overlords.”

“Again?”

Earnest Berlin didn’t talk like this. If she’d been able to talk like this at lunch, and if SarahLynn hadn’t crushed her, they’d have gotten to the grocery list sooner. Maybe Berlin could have even told someone else to deal with the donation request.

“You’re lucky.” Jones laughed, on a slight delay, leaning hard toward the passenger window. He was high. “Yours are hardly home.”

His mom had an unhealthy obsession with her only child. Berlin was pretty sure Mrs. Jones had her son’s cell tapped. Jones Senior was RCMP. They’d have access.

Someone in the line of vehicles honked once, twice, then laid down a long angry note. The light was green. Behind the small two-door car making all that noise sat a purple Jeep.

“You’d better get,” Berlin said.

Green light and all, Jones stalled. “I’m ordering tonight. You’ll make it with extra cheese, right? Like a bucketload. Don’t skimp! For me? That Sound chick used to do it.” He smiled as if that would cinch things.

The car honked again.

Before she could respond, Jones took off, his window still down, the smells still leaking out. It was like he hadn’t been asking for a favor at all. First, he’d tried to charm her. Then followed that weak attempt with a comment about Kiki, like it would cement things. Stepping out into the intersection, Berlin lifted a mitten as the purple Jeep passed.

But Quintana-Roo, her hair loose and coppery, fixed her eyes on the road.

She thought her legal name beyond ridiculous. Some real settler BS. Blamed her white hippie mom for the screwup and her Chinese Canadian dad for being a pushover. Quinta had even worked some administrative magic in the principal’s office and had wiped it from the attendance rolls.

On the day she’d rent Berlin’s world in half, Quinta had said what she needed to say, calm and collected. But it seemed any acknowledgment of each other’s basic humanity was off the grid.

For how long?

To finish crossing the road before the light turned, Berlin walked faster, losing traction with each step under the weight of her schoolbag. It wasn’t that she wanted to fall—but that might be enough reason for her best friend to pull over, for the two of them to talk, to figure out what went wrong. To make it better.

Or Berlin could just text, inquire about the baking supplies and hope that would connect them again.

She should do it now. While she felt this almost-motivation.

Only it mattered that her phone would have some juice left for tonight’s walk home. Even in a quirky tourist town, street harassment was a thing. News tickers at the bottom of the TVs on campus and the hard-copy newspaper her parents subscribed to but never had time to read both said violent crime was getting worse. Housing prices were skyrocketing too. Minimum wage couldn’t compete. The numbers told a story. But no one counted the near misses, how last week, after closing the shop, Berlin was followed almost all the way to her house by three drunk white men, her phone about as useful as a doorstop.

Not that she would have called the cops. The RCMP claimed otherwise, but they weren’t looking out for people like Berlin. For people like Kiki and Kiki’s mom.

If Berlin’s phone had worked, if she’d been able to borrow a charger from her least favorite coworker without suffering public humiliation, she kept telling herself that her best friend would have answered, even though they weren’t talking, and she’d have faked a conversation long enough for the men to realize they hadn’t found an easy target.

Instead, dignity intact, Berlin had outsmarted the drunks, slipped into a neighbor’s fenced-in yard and waited, pressed against that sleeping house, nails clawing through mittens into her red phone case.

Her small inner voice said maybe the best thing to happen that night was that she hadn’t called Quinta. Hadn’t tested if they could fix what had unknowably gone wrong between them. Relief, in a way. But Berlin hated walking around, that sharp French Revolution guillotine hovering, waiting, ready to drop. It was primed. And Quinta held the release trigger.

The purple Jeep long gone now, Berlin’s maddening obsession returned. It was like if she could figure out its riddle, she’d figure out friendship too.

But maybe the painting lied. Maybe it wasn’t something more. Maybe it was only a pipe after all. And if that was fact, Berlin worried what it meant for her and Quintana-Roo.

JESSIE

Long and wildly curly, Jessie’s mop was a mega mess. With free period last, she should have gone to the big old family house and bathed herself. Maybe even resurrected the straightener from that middle school phase. Ha. When piglets grow their wings. Finger-combing her hair, yanking on knots, her leased Land Rover idling in the tiny parking lot that curved around Pink Mountain Pizza’s corner storefront, Jessie laughed.

Her first shift. Her first job.

And it was a solid one. A real two-four-K-gold one. Something to be proud of. Not that her parents got it. Had even tried. Or ever would. To them, Jessie was a fairy child, snuck into their home after that first scary overnight hospital stay while their real daughter was eaten by the sharp-toothed fae. She was a broken fairy child at that. Nowhere near a perfect girl, in body thanks to one of the late effects of childhood cancer treatment, or in what her parents thought should be comportment. With cancer, the treatments could be as bad as the disease. You had to destroy good cells to smash the bad. After all that chemo, Jessie couldn’t ever pass for a Disney Princess when their one job was to marry young and breed. It was why she preferred fairy tales—the gritty, gory ones where toes were chopped off, where Bluebeard’s latest wife divorced his murdering behind and saved the day—to Disney in most things. But that didn’t mean that Jessie couldn’t enjoy a straight shot of high-fructose corn syrup on occasion too.

She contained multitudes. Even if her ovaries were like irradiated toast.

When her leg started to shake again, she knew Monday’s family dinner wouldn’t go gently into that good night of forgotten things. The quickest way to confirm what she suspected her father had done was to straight-shot ask Pink Mountain’s owner, Joe. But she didn’t see his big truck in the lot.

At mandatory family dinner, Jessie had dropped news of her job. That she had one, but not its specific whereabouts. With her parents, Jessie always behaved as if she were conducting the world’s least interesting disinformation campaign.

Her father had pushed his armchair back a dramatic inch. The wood creaked. “Select a current Poseidon Group business if you feel the need to work outside the home. One of our in-town holdings.”

From across the table, like way across, as if they were the bloody Victorians, Jessie’s mom added: “Oh, that sounds nice. Doesn’t that sound nice, Jessica?”

Her younger brothers—Junior, Spence, and Chad—snickered. Because they were boys, they got away with it.

“But it will be over the school break so as not to interfere with your studies.” Jessie’s father cleared his throat. “And if you require summer schooling, there will be no job.”

Smiling like she always did, a little zombie-land meets too much wine, Jessie’s mom said: “Oh, but if the sale goes through with the Italian place, that might be a good summer job for our—”

“I said current holding. Jessica does not need additional burdens to successful graduation.” Her father stared her down. “You’ll call immediately after the meal and explain you’re not allowed to accept employment.”

Now Jessie couldn’t tell her family that Cs got degrees or that she wouldn’t be quitting her job. Her father hadn’t threatened to belt her in a long while. But he would with statements like that . . . at the family table. Jessie ate another mouthful of limp carrots, a not-great feeling settling up in her bones.

Her father went on: “She’ll work in an air-conditioned office. Answering phones or sending follow-up emails or even filing invoices.”

“Oh!” her mom exclaimed. “That’s better than food service. What was I thinking?”

But for Jessie, the bad seed had already cracked. She had on-purpose, no-take-backs interviewed at Pink Mountain because it wasn’t part of her father’s portfolio. And now she had a sinking suss that wasn’t true anymore. Or wouldn’t be for long if her father was truly acquiring “the Italian place.”

In the Land Rover, Jessie glanced murderously at the stack of homework weighing down her passenger seat. She’d have to find time for it this weekend, and that, as much as remembering any of her family dinners, soured her. The satellite radio was playing real pump-up music but her right leg continued shaking hard. Tight black jeans normally made her feel all badassery. Even that wasn’t working today. Plus, she needed to smoke.

Her teeth chattered.

Nerves sucked.

The job at Pink Mountain was supposed to be step one in her grand escape: secure external funding her parents couldn’t touch and apply to trade school to become a welder. That plan would crash and burning man if her father was purchasing the place.

She’d have to do the dirty and ask Joe to confirm or deny. One blink for Baby, bad news is the only news, two for Nopeses. Or they could use Morse code, but then Jessie would have to google Morse code and that seemed overcooked.

Out of the corner of her eye, Jessie’s new coworker, walking the way she walked everywhere, direct and with a mission in mind, swung into view. The girl didn’t even glance about the parking lot. She owned it, all rolling hips, powered full up.

It was hot.

For a microsecond, Jessie rethought her no smoking in the Land Rover policy.

Watching Berlin Chambers disappear into Pink Mountain, Jessie tucked rebel curls behind her ears and willed her hands, which were now in on the party, to still. She reached for the door. Confidence was alluring, Jessie reminded herself. The other option was to freeze into a Popsicle and grant her father the win. So it was exactly no pancake-flipping option at all.

CAM

In the quiet before the dinner rush, Cam inhaled a Coke, legs dangling from the metal prep counter, almost touching the floor, but not quite. The Coke was a balm. So was the chance to rest. His feet hurt from standing all day in worn sneakers.

The staff doorbell trilled.

Cam’s mom’s best friend’s rule-thumping daughter had arrived. And she hated him like it was her prime directive. He offered Berlin a two-finger wave.

“Hello, Cameron,” she returned icily.

Her glasses were brand spanking new. Her cheeks were flushed. Wind-chapped, not colored with drugstore product. That was Berlin. Always completely authentic. Shrugging out of her handmade parka, she traded it for one of the shop aprons.

And those glasses suited her. Terribly. His favorite color. Coke red, studded with diamonds. Or probably more like Swarovski crystals, the kind his littlest sister, Sami, wouldn’t stop talking about wanting for her regalia. Just last week, he and his twelve-year-old twin sisters, Tanya and Callie, had caught Sami playing with her favorite stuffed toy—the buffalo Cam gifted her when she was born—telling it about how good those crystals shined when a dancer moved.

Everyone assumed because of Sami’s Down syndrome she wouldn’t be a strong dancer. But that was garbage. Like one thing had anything to do with the other.

Across the prep room, Berlin muttered to herself, “These aren’t clean.”

While she spoke truth about the aprons, Cam knew it was a dig at him too. He shouldn’t rile her but couldn’t help himself. “You complaining?”

“Yes, I am. These are . . . unpleasantly sticky.”

He had to know: “Is there a good kind of sticky?”

She froze. She’d been doing that a lot lately. Like her programming needed a second to catch up. “I am not answering that.”

“It isn’t a trick question.”

But with a flutter of her hand as a dismissal, she was already ignoring him again, aggressively brushing flour from herself, drawing his attention back to how she was short and curvy, and to the very dirty apron with the PMP logo in electric pinks, yellows, and oranges—exactly like the neon sign out front.

Sometimes the laundry didn’t get done. Either things were too busy, or Joe, PMP’s infamous owner, would be in one of those moods, quit doing business in the office, and tell stories about his early days in town—what it was like being one of the first Black businessmen in Canmore. Or ask questions about Cam’s family, the kind that gave a guy the sense that someone really cared to know. The way that Joe had been there for them after—

The door alert went off again and the new girl walked in. Jessie Hampton lingered by the exit, fidgeting with the hem of her Canada Goose jacket. “Hi. I’m looking for Joe . . .”

Break was officially done.

Cam sighed in his head so as not to give Berlin additional ammunition. He didn’t believe she’d drawn blood last year on purpose. And the kindergarten incident was past, not present. Still, he’d protect himself.

“Joe’s not here on weekends.” Berlin pointed to the tight-squeeze hallway that led to the washroom. “Grab an apron and hang your stuff up. Yeah, on the hooks. I’ll orientate you as soon as you’re ready.”

Jessie stepped one foot farther into the store. “He made it seem like he’d be here . . . at my interview. I mean the tryout.”

The Hampton family owned half of town and a mountain with five chairlifts in the national park. Jessie was rich enough she didn’t need a job, rich enough she could tame that hair if she wanted to. At a salon. With those good chemicals. Laughing quietly to himself, Cam choked on the last sip of Coke.

Berlin stared.

He wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his fitted Star Wars T-shirt. Would she say something about it not being clean either? The shirt wasn’t. Not after a day’s hard work. Even covered in the dregs, Rose Tico was powerful.

The new girl’s eyes buzzed between him and Berlin. It was obvious Jessie Hampton was out of her element.

This wasn’t the high school. It was so much better.

“Joe’s gone.” Berlin spoke like that was that and there was nothing else to say.

Her tone majorly bummed Cam out.

So he smiled. Yeah, it wasn’t his job to train new staff. It was his job to do the laundry. But he could offer a friendly assist. “Boss left midday, like he usually does to kick off the weekend. Heads up to his cabin. It’s nothing personal.”

Jessie nodded.

In truth, Cam kind of liked laundry. It was a peaceful task. Warm, smelled good, made his insides want to curl up under a wool blanket with Sami’s in-progress regalia. With their mom in Calgary, getting her BA and sleeping on a friend’s couch all week, Cam was doing close to everything at home. He was the eldest, with three siblings who depended on him. And everyone in the house knew their dad was a little lost right now. Now a lost taxi driver . . . That was a lark!

Cam cracked himself up. Out loud.

And Berlin, standing by the dish sink as if Jessie needed supervision taking her parka off, fired him a look. Even after months, working side by side, she hadn’t warmed. Not a degree. Why Cam thought working together would change things, he couldn’t figure. Because he’d known her forever. The lore between their families was that he’d been present at her birth, strapped to his mom’s frontside in one of those baby-wrap getups.

“Yeah, don’t mind the dirty aprons,” Berlin said as Jessie tried and failed to find a cleanish one. “Tonight, after close, you and I will throw on a load. It’s not our task, but we’ll get it done.”

“I can start one now,” Cam offered. “I’m hydrated so break’s done.”

Berlin blew air out of her mouth noisily. “Cameron,” she scoffed. “We might as well do things right, wash everything at once. Instead of half finishing the job.”

“Only offering, Bee.” She was so stiff—about everything. He threw up his hands. “But we’ll do things your way.”

“It’s not my way. It’s just the right way.” Berlin was like a flight attendant doing the safety demo who really believed a seat belt would do its job if the plane got into real trouble at thirty thousand feet. “Clock in here. Be sure to remember to do it at the start of every shift. It’s key to getting paid.”

Yet even in the dirty apron, she somehow seemed put together. Maybe she didn’t ever unclench. Maybe she couldn’t. Some things were beyond a person’s ability. Cam had his troubles, sure. But at least he could laugh.

Her mom was all hard work, but sunshine too. The perfect pediatrician. Sami loved appointments with Dr. Chambers, loved running into Dr. Chambers at the grocery store, or pulling up next to her Prius at a stoplight—and generally, Sami didn’t think much of doctors, what with them poking her, measuring her, telling her what she supposedly couldn’t do because of an extra chromosome. Dr. Chambers only ever encouraged Sami, had even gotten her started with sign language. Berlin’s dad, the other Dr. Chambers, was real smart, too, in that super-intimidating way. But he also belted out tradish folk songs while gliding along the cross-country trails.

Berlin was, as far as Cam could tell, all work.

No play.

She was a dull, tiny, curvy human with a ponytail sticking out of her PMP ball cap, her bangs swept to the side and crushed.

She stressed him out. By breathing. By the no-nonsense way she wore those glasses when another person would have been wearing them to cosplay sexy librarian. Pushing off the prep table, Cam abandoned his empty Coke can. He rushed to the front of the shop. Hoped it hadn’t looked like he was trying to beat her.

It was the small things. Tâpwe.

A few emptied inserts were stacked by the handwashing station. Pizza pans hung out on the bottom track of the oven. Cam wasn’t the kind who did dishes while making dinner. Tuning out Bee’s detailed instructions on how to answer a phone like it was rocket science, he grabbed the neon chalk and, checking the notes on his phone to be as sure as he could to transcribe it all without mistakes, in his best hand, he started with the twenty-four-hour special.

Pizza of the Day:

The Pupperoni

Saltwater crust, our homemade heirloom tomato sauce, crafted charcuterie* uncured pepperoni, fresh mozzarella rounds. Each large Pupperoni comes with a small bone-shaped pie for your pup(s). 32

* DO NOT write shark coochie—last time, nobody thought that was funny.

He appreciated his own jokes. Cam’s sisters thought he was a riot. His mom too. His dad used to laugh the hardest, before—

The Before place was too rocky. Cam pulled himself back to the now.

Tonight, locals would eat this up and tourists wouldn’t be able to hold back either. A pizza for the fam and one for the pupper. Or the kids. It was pure brilliance. And as this was Cam’s brainchild, he’d earn an extra $3.50 per sale, on top of the already fair hourly wage Joe paid.

Another cord of wood was due at the house. After tonight, Cam could throw in for the bill. It had been ages since he’d scored this honor, and his bank account was feeling it. Since Berlin started in early December, Joe had been granting it to her, over and over.

Cam erased his call sign on the staff board and triple-checked he hadn’t misspelled anything, shifted the letters. As best he could. He’d learned techniques, not in school but from his mom, who had the same difficulties. But like always, after trying hard, Cam had to hope that when he screwed up, someone would point things out nice-like. Joe always did—but he was a great boss who understood what it was like to stand out for things a person couldn’t help. Berlin, she didn’t abide mistakes, errors, the moments when people showed their soft underbellies.

On Shift:

The Dropout.

The Gray City.

And Introducing . . .

Clutching the chalk, checking his letters against the note app on his phone for the fourth time, searching for the signs that they were shifting on him, he wondered if Jessie Hampton, their grade’s wealthiest student, had what it took to make it at PMP.

Except, it wasn’t his grade anymore.

Hadn’t been for going on three and a half months.

Even he should be able to find this all a little funny—his mom getting her BA in her forties while her teenage son dropped out of school. It was ironic or something. But, as it turned out, it wasn’t at all funny. It was just what it was.

That wasn’t saying it would always be this way.

Things turned funny all the time.

BERLIN

It was such a bad look. Good old Cameron was loitering, making it seem as if he was working but not actually doing anything productive. This time, he held a piece of orange chalk, staring at the boards, a silly grin on his infuriating face, while the shop was disordered.

Berlin hated his pointed eyeteeth.

They reminded her of a painting. A nightmare-scape. That, at first glance, appeared hauntingly normal.

The mess around the kitchen, it proved how much Cameron didn’t care. That was why after five days at Pink Mountain, she was given a key and, as the official closer, a security alarm code. Why she trained new employees. And that was why, even though she’d only worked at the shop for ten weeks, she was the boss when the boss was out.

Like her perfect score on that last French test, falling into this role was effortless. It fit like her very skin. Berlin passed what completed the Pink Mountain Pizza uniform to Jessie Hampton. “Here’s your ball cap.”

“Um, thanks.” Her hand shook the littlest bit. “But I’m positive like panini that my hair, and therefore my head, is not going to fit under this.”

From his place by the boards, Cameron laughed, like he always did—easy. “What about bobby pins?”

A hand landed on Berlin’s hip. She didn’t mean to do it, but this one got off on pushing her buttons. “Do you honestly think pinning it to the top of her head like it’s a bow is a valid solution to the current situation?”

“They used to do that . . . back in the day . . . across the largeish pond . . . in the English Old Times.”

She could hear the capital letters in his voice, held off on rolling her eyes by the smallest of degrees. Another thing she’d never have thought to do back when she had been earnest. Before she’d started studying surrealist art like it would save her.

A fur-covered teacup, saucer, and spoon.

“You know what I mean,” Cameron said. “Those hats? They still wear them to weddings and to the sport with horses and sticks.”

When Jessie smiled, she exposed a lone dimple.

“You do know what I mean, Bee. The only way those hats could stay on would be with pins . . . or glue? Could we try glue? Does that really come from the insides of horses?” He paused, pseudo-thoughtfully. “I ate a large quantity of glue in my early years. It started in kindergarten.”

She couldn’t stop herself. Her eyes rolled almost on their own. A reference to her one childhood mistake, as if he meant to poke at that tonight. Worse, Cameron didn’t ever consider how his own bad behavior reflected on all of them: what he did or didn’t do. Like dropping out of school when high school was the easiest thing. Or acting as if his entire life was for laughs. Baiting her. What he said. How he said it. Both of them, Métis and Cree, were guests of the Îyârhe Nakoda, Siksika, Blood, and Kootenai First Nations on whose land they lived. And since they were surrounded by settlers—mostly white people—and tourists from around the world, Berlin and Cameron stood in for every Indigenous person, in the whole corrupt colonial country of Canada, all the freaking time.

She tried to be a good representative.

He did not.

Berlin took a ragged breath. Even if lecturing Cameron wouldn’t change anything, she couldn’t help herself. “They’re called fascinators. The hats.”

“Cool word.” His skinny shoulders rose to peaks. He passed off the neon-orange chalk.

Jessie’s hand wavered. At school, she was bold, brash even. Surrounded by half of their grade, but a decent chunk of the Grade 12s, too—as if she were the epicenter of school social life.

When the printer by the dough station started to buzz out an online order, Cameron stepped closer to Berlin instead of closer to the printer.

She retreated.

It was a reflex.

He ignored her. “You need to throw your call sign up. It’s something we use to keep track of sales.”

“I’ve been plotting this all week.” Jessie’s voice was strong, not shaky, her handwriting all caps. Under Introducing . . . she wrote: THE TEASE.

Like he was struggling to read the board, Cameron cocked his head. It was only a part of his bit. Eventually, his lips pushed up and his once-broken nose shifted to the side hard. “That’s feminist shit, right?”

“Creator help us.” Berlin rolled her eyes again, the movement dizzying her.

Jessie only laughed. “It’s what everyone at school calls me and I own to it.”

“So I’m right,” Cameron said without any inflection at all, looking at Berlin, taunting her. “It’s feminist shit.”

She stared back. She could outlast him, could get the high score, even in this. But with Cameron around, acting the fool, nothing was quiet anymore. Nothing was vibrant either. A simmering, bitter taste flooded her mouth as she glared at his floppy hair, how it didn’t stay stuck under the ball cap, how the ball cap was worn, its brim shaped into a hard upside-down U, throwing shadows across his face.

The printer ejected another order. While Cameron broke away, laughing quietly, like he found something particularly amusing, Berlin gathered a blue washcloth and, leading Jessie around the kitchen, she cleaned Cameron’s dirty counters because if there was one thing Bee was good at, it was perfection.

If only that were enough.

JESSIE

This working thing was fucking grand. Grand slam with extra bacon, crisp. It had been hours of constant, absolute mischief. She curled her dirty-dog nails into her palms. No matter how often Jessie pressed the foot pedal at the tiny sink behind the pizza oven, the grit stuck. It was everywhere. On her person. Spread across the floor of the shop. Berlin even had a wisp of flour on her left cheek. Ye gods, it was adorable. Like a dusting of the freshest snow. Or powdered sugar.

Jessie had the urge to lick it clean.

But no matter what her father thought, she had some self-control.

Glancing around the shop, tapping a foot unconsciously, the unconfirmed rumor became more toothsome the longer it remained so.

Her father would ruin this messy, excellent place.

Ball cap backward now, Cam was turning the pizza oven off, and Berlin, still moving as confidently as ever, even with flour marring her cheek, carried the final pizzas of the night to the cash register.

“Pupperoni, dude!” One of the crew of snowboarders milling inside the shop, goggles slung around their necks, their coats unzipped, cackled. He gathered all six big and six small boxes.

His buddies let him.

“Have a good night!” Berlin hollered, still friendly and upbeat after all these hours.

Grand or no, Jessie’s abdomen pulsed. She’d needed to pee an hour ago. And her hands wouldn’t quit with the micro-shakes. Almost more than she needed to pee, she desired a smoke.

She’d never admit that out loud.

Against the big front window, a couple sat on high-back bar chairs, eating slices, their heads close together, their words soft. No one was booting them out even as Berlin climbed onto one of the chairs to extinguish the neon sign. The girl could fit in Jessie’s jeans pocket. But she was also voluptuous. Small and curvy. Jessie hadn’t quite realized that was another of her weaknesses, until tonight. Not women. That was well documented. But usually, when Jessie was crushing on a girl, she admired hockey players. She had a thing for mouthguards and that missing-front-tooth gap while awaiting a falsie.

It was delicious.

And, more than anything, Jessie wanted to live deliciously.

Cam sauntered over. He surveyed the kitchen, a grin on his face. “This place is a disaster zone, even with Bee obsessively trying to keep her half tidy. But she can’t win at this game.”

Not a piece of counter space, except the cutting station, was clean. Red sauce stained half of Jessie’s apron from when she’d tried her hand at building pizzas. Red sauce tracked in a smear across the floor toward the tiny sink. Combined with flour, it congealed into a blotchy, no-fun slip-and-slide.

The pizza oven, though, was shiny, gorgeous. Jessie admired the welds, the way they were functional but also beautiful. “A good three-quarter of this is my fault and you know it.”

“Fair.” Cam laughed. “I’ll claim the rest. So Bee doesn’t have to admit to being only human.”

Across the kitchen, at the register Berlin counted cash, ignoring him. It seemed her go-to move for dealing with Cam. But Jessie couldn’t figure why. He was downright likeable. Devastatingly funny, in that dry way of his. Feminist shit. Since he was the only other cis guy in his family, and Cam’s dad ran a taxi service that exclusively served BIPOC and queer and trans people, Cam got intersectional feminism, even if he wanted to play it that way.

Last year, the two of them had been in shop class together, and in Grade 9, they’d been on a course at the Outdoor Learning Center. Jessie had always admired how Cam didn’t seem to care about his acne scars or that his nose had very obviously been busted more than once. How he was, at his core, a good and decent dude. How she’d caught him goofing off at the playground with his kid sister. Not caring a lick who was watching.

This was Jessie’s best opportunity to put a bad feeling to bed without dinner. “Can I cross-check out a rumor with you?”

“Yeah, but I’m better with TV and movie recs.”

“Noted,” she said, her stomach tight. “So, I heard something and I need to know. Like need, not want.”

“It’s important, eh?”

Jessie nodded. It really was. “Do you know . . . ? Is Joe selling Pink Mountain?”

Cam pulled her farther into the corner with the tiny sink. “No, he would never. Like even at the end of the world, Joe would show up here and make the survivors dinner. This place, making people good food, is like a part of the man’s soul.”

“Not even for bucketloads of cash monies? You sure?”

“Positive.”

That was godly news.

“Hey, why are we whispering?” Jessie asked.

Cam ran a hand through his hair. It flopped back into place. “Berlin’s already in a mood. It’s not even a little true, but this rumor would turn her sour.”

“Wouldn’t want to upset her.”

“Yeah, it’s no fun.” Cam replaced his ball cap, washed his hands at the sink. “Hey, you need a break? I meant to ask earlier when we had a minute. And then we didn’t have a minute at all.”

Bless him, he was a bloody mind reader.

“Desperately,” she replied with fervor.

“Take fifteen. You worked hard tonight.” He paused, cocked his head to the side. “Okay, real talk. It’s like this a lot. Most shifts, breaks are a luxury item.”

She did not care. Truly. Jessie fucking adored it. She wasn’t some introvert. She was a by-the-book Aries.

In the little employee washroom, she peed for the longest time. Her legs were weaksauce. She knew it was the honest truth, she’d never worked so hard in her life as she had in the past eleven hours. Okay, that wasn’t exactly accurate. Cancer treatments had been the hardest work. But Jessie had been freed of that Cruella de Vil for more than half her life now. Sometimes, she forgot.

Until her father or mother reminded her.

After washing her hands under dank fluorescent lighting, she had the time to taste a cigarette. That would power Jessie up to finish strong. Even if it was also like simultaneously shooting herself in the foot. She tried not to think what her doctors at Alberta Children’s would say if they knew.

Pushing out of the staff door, she sat her butt on a flipped milk crate. Her lighter clicked. It was almost instant, the way Jessie’s strings loosened. Cigarettes were magic. Poisonous, addictive magic. Three drags, she told herself.

When the door swung open and somebody joined her, she decided to sit a while longer. She was surprised when it wasn’t Cam. But not unhappy.

Berlin propped the staff door open with an insert pulled from the dish-drying rack. “Do you mind? I need to cool down. Working in that tiny room with that big oven all night is . . . a lot.”

It was.

This girl, she was an introvert. After an entire shift—always gabbing with the customers the way she did—she’d struggle.

“Want one?” Jessie offered with a wave of her hand. “Mine are inside. Help yourself.”

Berlin sat on her own milk crate. “I don’t smoke.”

The way she said it, it almost sounded like she regretted the fact. With a free hand Jessie reached out, brushing the flour from Berlin’s cheek. It was gritty. Underneath, her skin was soft.

Girls were so soft. Jessie licked the corner of her lip.

“Thanks.” Berlin wiped at her own cheek self-consciously. “I hadn’t noticed.”

It could be the cold, the way that even if they’d overheated in the kitchen, winter was consuming and sharp-toothed, but Berlin’s cheeks were pinking.

Jessie smoked, destroying and rebuilding herself at the very same time. She wanted to tell Bee that it was the worst, that she needed to quit but every time she tried, she flopped. The moment felt right. Personal. Like they could go deep. Like Jessie could be vulnerable for a hot-buttered second. Instead, smoke calcifying her cells, Jessie didn’t say a thing.

BERLIN

No part of her wanted to smoke. But a radical part of her wanted to sit in the cold for five minutes. Until her skin began to freeze. Now the silence was almost everywhere. The bars had only just hit last call, but people would nurse their drinks for at least another hour. If they could lock up the shop before that happened, it would be for the best.

Berlin really did learn from her mistakes.

Timing mattered. One minute things were safe, the next three drunk men followed you home. One minute your best friend was laughing with you over her parents’ crunchy lifestyle, and the next she was asking for a break.

“How exactly do you tightrope this and school?” Jessie’s voice ruptured the silence like a car backfiring. “You’re an A student, right?”

“It’s not always this bad.”

“Not how Cam tells it.”

Berlin huffed. Her breath emerged as a small, misty cloud. “I’m more efficient. Usually, I find a half hour to eat and work on my assignments. Joe knows school comes first.”

“I’m a hopeless tomato when it comes to school.” Jessie smirked. It was good-natured. She wasn’t putting herself down. “But I might have to switch things up, start using my free period to finish worksheets instead of flirting. Quelle horreur!”

Her accent was truly terrible. “Points for the French.”

“I know, eh? I got a solid C last year. And I can match it, if . . .”

“If you study during your study period. Almost like it was intended for that purpose. With its name and all.”

“I’ll do it. Most likely. Maybe . . . I mean, it could happen.”

To stop from brushing her cheek again, Berlin tucked her hands under her arms. “Well, don’t make too many sacrifices. Flirting is a life skill.”

Jessie laughed. “Too, too true.”

Across the street, the convenience store parking lot was awfully bright, its lights almost pulsing. The store catered to the crunchy granola types as much as the hard-core weekenders. Hemp bites in one aisle, alcohol down another. Like most of town, it was styled with wood accents and pine-green trim. But it was a twenty-four-hour shop that sold liquor. In the middle of the night, it wasn’t the best place to be. A yellow taxi idled out front, exhaust puffing up from the tailpipe like dry ice mixing with water. The surrounding snow appeared fresh and soft. It was exactly the kind of scene that would have enthralled the surrealists—on the surface it seemed fully normal. But underneath, in the swirl of exhaust, in the reflection of the night on icy pavement, it echoed, completely haunting.

Berlin leaned back on her milk crate. She could see the stars tonight. They were brilliant, as if sharper in the cold.

Eventually, Jessie stubbed out her cigarette.

Now Bee was alone.

Work waited. Cameron would at least make mention of how he had been at it the whole time. But something, one of those inexplicable things, told Berlin to stay, to wait
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